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1
METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR
PROVIDING VIRTUAL WI-FT ACCESS

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

This invention relates to a method and apparatus for pro-
viding virtual Wi-Fi access. While the invention is particu-
larly directed to the art of internet access and telecommuni-
cations, and will be thus described with specific reference
thereto, it will be appreciated that the invention may have
usefulness in other fields and applications.

By way of background, a Wi-Fi enabled device such as a
PC, game console, cell phone, MP3 player or PDA can con-
nect to the Internet when within range of a wireless network
connected to the Internet. The area covered by one or more
interconnected access points is called a hotspot. Hotspots can
cover as little as a single room with wireless-opaque walls or
as much as many square miles covered by overlapping access
points.

Routers which incorporate a DSL or cable modem and a
Wi-Fi access point are often used in homes and other pre-
mises, and provide Internet access and internetworking to all
devices connected wirelessly or by cable into them. Devices
supporting Wi-Fi can also be connected in ad-hoc mode for
client-to-client connections without a router.

Business and industrial Wi-Fi is now widespread. In busi-
ness environments, increasing the number of Wi-Fi access
points provides redundancy, support for fast roaming and
increased overall network capacity by using more channels or
creating smaller cells. Wi-Fi enables wireless voice applica-
tions (VOWLAN or WVoIP). Over the years, Wi-Fi imple-
mentations have moved toward “thin” access points, with
more of the network intelligence housed in a centralized
network appliance, relegating individual Access Points to be
simply “dumb” radios. Outdoor applications may utilize true
mesh topologies. Wi-Fi installations can provide a secure
computer networking gateway, firewall, DHCP server, intru-
sion detection system, and other functions.

In addition to restricted use in homes and offices, Wi-Fi is
publicly available at Wi-Fi hotspots provided either free of
charge or to subscribers to various providers. Free hotspots
are often provided by businesses such as hotels, restaurants,
and airports who offer the service to attract or assist clients.
Sometimes free Wi-Fi is provided by enthusiasts or by orga-
nizations or authorities who wish to promote business in their
area. Also, Metropolitan-wide Wi-Fi (Muni-Fi) already has
more than 300 projects in process.

However, each of these Wi-Fi access networks covers only
a limited small area such as a building, and a consumer is not
always allowed to access a Wi-Fiaccess network to connect to
the Internet. For example, a user having a subscription at a
T-MOBILE® hotspot at STARBUCKS® is not allowed to
access an BEARTHLINK® hotspot at a BARNES &
NOBLE® bookstore. Currently there is no sharing mecha-
nism/approach exist among individual Wi-Fi access net-
works.

The present invention contemplates a new and improved
that resolves the above-referenced difficulties and others.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

With the invention disclosed herein, individual, small Wi-
Fi access networks will be virtually transparent to a con-
sumer. By using the same access ID and password, the end
user will be able to access the Wi-Fi networks to a greater
extent as long as there are individual Wi-Fi access networks
existing around the end user.
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In one aspect of the invention a method of providing virtual
Wi-Fi service via a virtual Wi-Fi access network is provided.
The method comprises: receiving data from an owner of an
individual Wi-Fi access point; updating the owner of the
Wi-Fi access point with access 1Ds, passwords, and security
keys for a plurality of virtual Wi-Fiaccess subscribers; receiv-
ing subscriber data from a virtual Wi-Fi access subscriber;
providing the subscriber with virtual Wi-Fi access log-in
information; connecting the subscriber to the virtual Wi-Fi
access network, wherein the virtual Wi-Fi access network
comprises a plurality of individual Wi-Fi access points in
communication with at least one virtual Wi-Fi access server;
and billing the subscriber for virtual Wi-Fi access.

In another aspect of the invention an apparatus for provid-
ing virtual Wi-Fi service via a virtual Wi-Fi access network is
provided. The apparatus comprises: a virtual Wi-Fi access
server operative to: receive data from an owner of an indi-
vidual Wi-Fi access point; update the owner of the Wi-Fi
access point with access IDs, passwords, and security keys for
a plurality of virtual Wi-Fi access subscribers; receive sub-
scriber data from a virtual Wi-Fi access subscriber; provide
the subscriber with virtual Wi-Fi access log-in information;
connect the subscriber to the virtual Wi-Fi access network,
wherein the virtual Wi-Fi access network comprises a plural-
ity of individual Wi-Fi access points in communication with
the virtual Wi-Fi access server; and bill the subscriber for
virtual Wi-Fi access. The apparatus further comprises a data-
base for storing data related to virtual Wi-Fi access service in
communication with the virtual Wi-Fi access server.

Further scope of the applicability of the present invention
will become apparent from the detailed description provided
below. It should be understood, however, that the detailed
description and specific examples, while indicating preferred
embodiments of the invention, are given by way ofillustration
only, since various changes and modifications within the
spirit and scope of the invention will become apparent to
those skilled in the art.

DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The present invention exists in the construction, arrange-
ment, and combination of the various parts of the device, and
steps of the method, whereby the objects contemplated are
attained as hereinafter more fully set forth, specifically
pointed out in the claims, and illustrated in the accompanying
drawings in which:

FIG. 11is ablock diagram of a network that provides shared
Wi-Fi access services in accordance with aspects of the
present invention;

FIG. 2 is a memory layout of data stored in the database for
Wi-Fi access points in accordance with aspects of the present
invention;

FIG. 3 is a memory layout of data stored in the database for
virtual Wi-Fi access subscribers in accordance with aspects of
the present invention; and

FIG. 4 is a flow chart illustrating a method of providing
virtual Wi-Fi access services in accordance with aspects of
the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Portions of the present invention and corresponding
detailed description are presented in terms of software, or
algorithms and symbolic representations of operations on
data bits within a computer memory. These descriptions and
representations are the ones by which those of ordinary skill
in the art effectively convey the substance of their work to
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others of ordinary skill in the art. An algorithm, as the term is
used here, and as it is used generally, is conceived to be a
self-consistent sequence of steps leading to a desired result.
The steps are those requiring physical manipulations of
physical quantities. Usually, though not necessarily, these
quantities take the form of optical, electrical, or magnetic
signals capable of being stored, transferred, combined, com-
pared, and otherwise manipulated. It has proven convenient at
times, principally for reasons of common usage, to refer to
these signals as bits, values, elements, symbols, characters,
terms, numbers, or the like.

It should be kept in mind, however, that all of these and
similar terms are to be associated with the appropriate physi-
cal quantities and are merely convenient labels applied to
these quantities. Unless specifically stated otherwise, or as is
apparent from the discussion, terms such as “processing” or
“computing” or “calculating” or “determining” or “display-
ing” or the like, refer to the action and processes of a computer
system, or similar electronic computing device, that manipu-
lates and transforms data represented as physical, electronic
quantities within the computer system’s registers and memo-
ries into other data similarly represented as physical quanti-
ties within the computer system memories or registers or
other such information storage, transmission or display
devices.

Note also that the software implemented aspects of the
invention are typically encoded on some form of program
storage medium or implemented over some type of transmis-
sion medium. The program storage medium may be magnetic
(e.g., afloppy disk or a hard drive) or optical (e.g., a compact
disk read only memory, or “CD ROM”), and may be read only
or random access. Similarly, the transmission medium may
be twisted wire pairs, coaxial cable, optical fiber, or some
other suitable transmission medium known to the art. The
invention is not limited by these aspects of any given imple-
mentation.

Referring now to the drawings wherein the showings are
for purposes of illustrating the exemplary embodiments only
and not for purposes of limiting the claimed subject matter,
FIG. 1 provides a view ofa system 10 into which the presently
described embodiments may be incorporated. As shown gen-
erally, FIG. 1 includes any number of enterprise Wi-Fi access
points (or routers or devices) 12 and private Wi-Fi access
points (or routers or devices) 14 for a subscriber with a device
16 having a wireless card. Each of the various access points
may be associated with a given service provider or with
different service providers. Thus, with this invention it is
possible to coordinate shared Wi-Fi service among the indi-
vidual Wi-Fiaccess points. To that end, the various enterprise
Wi-Fi access points 12 and private Wi-Fi access points 14 are
connected to a virtual Wi-Fi access server 18 via the Internet
20. Collectively, these access points, along with the virtual
Wi-Fi server 18, constitute a virtual (or shared) Wi-Fi access
network, as described more fully below. The subscriber may
be using any Wi-Fi enabled device 16 such as a PC, game
console, cell phone, MP3 player or PDA that can connect to
the Internet when within range of a wireless network con-
nected to the Internet.

Each individual private or enterprise owned Wi-Fi access
point (12/14) has at least one spare channel (or resource) that
can be shared by other users not belonging to the family or the
customers of the enterprise. By agreeing to share such spare
channels/resources, a private or enterprise owned Wi-Fi
access point (12/14) may be connected to the virtual Wi-Fi
access server 18 and set-up with a virtual Wi-Fi access ID and
password for the spare channels.
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Each individual Wi-Fi access point (12/14) is able to send
an indication with a radio signal that indicates whether this
Wi-Fi access point is able to share spare channels/resources.
When the traffic to and from this access point exceeds a
pre-defined limit, the Wi-Fi router/device will set up a “not
sharable” indication message. When the traffic is under the
limit, the Wi-Fi router/device will set up a “sharable” indica-
tion message.

The Wi-Fi access server 18 generally includes a CPU (not
shown) such as a microprocessor or a secure server, and is in
communication with a special database 22 for storing perti-
nent information for Wi-Fi access.

The database 22 generally includes any number of data
sub-blocks for each Wi-Fi access point, as shown in FIG. 2.
They are shown as a super block 24, not all of whose fields are
filled for a particular Wi-Fi access point. The super block 24,
as known in the art, can be accessed from the identity of any
one of several fields within it. The super block 24 includes any
number of data sub-blocks, including a first sub-block 26 that
contains owner name data, a second sub-block 28 that con-
tains MAC address data, a third sub-block 30 that contains
email address data, a fourth sub-block 32 that contains avail-
able spare channels data, and a fifth sub-block 34 that con-
tains spare channel available time period data. Of course, any
number of additional sub-blocks 36 may be provided in the
super block 24 for storing other pertinent data.

The database 22 may also store Wi-Fi access data for
subscribers in a Wi-Fi access subscriber record 40, as shown
in FIG. 3. Such a record 40 is shown as a super data block, not
all of whose fields (or data sub-blocks) are filled for a par-
ticular subscriber. As shown, the super block 40 includes any
number of data sub-blocks, including a first sub-block 42 that
contains subscriber name data, a second sub-block 44 that
contains subscriber email address data, a third sub-block 46
that contains subscriber post address data, and a fourth sub-
block 48 that contains subscriber billing preferences data. Of
course, it is to be understood that any number of additional
sub-blocks 50 may be provided in the super block 40 for
storing other data.

By sharing the spare channels/resources, the individual
Wi-Fi access point owner will also have an opportunity to
share a portion of the revenue with the provider of the virtual
Wi-Fi access service.

An exemplary method 100 of providing shared Wi-Fi ser-
vice to a subscriber is outlined in FIG. 4. In order to provide
this service, the virtual Wi-Fi access server 18 is linked to a
website that allows each individual Wi-Fi access point owner
to sign up for sharing the spare channels and share the revenue
with the applicable service providers (102).

In order to provide this service, the virtual Wi-Fi access
server 18 is linked to a website that allows each individual
Wi-Fi access point owner to sign up for virtual (shared) Wi-Fi
service and thus share any spare channels and corresponding
revenue generated with the applicable service providers
(102).

The individual Wi-Fi access point owner goes to the web-
site to sign up for the Wi-Fi access sharing service by provid-
ing, among other things, the Wi-Fi access router/device’s
MAC address (104).

The information is downloaded to the virtual Wi-Fi access
server 18, which stores the information in the database 22 and
also connects to the individual Wi-Fi access points to set up
the sharing access ID, password, and/or security keys for the
subscribers (106).

The set-up procedure outlined in the previous three steps
may be repeated for each Wi-Fi access point/router/device
that is willing to share spare channels.
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All individual Wi-Fi access points signing up for the shar-
ing resource system may be setup for the same access 1D,
password and/or security keys for the spare channels. Of
course, it is to be understood that other feasible implementa-
tions in the virtual Wi-Fi access server 18 may be contem-
plated, such as (1) using secure token to provide accessing
password; and (2) using secure key authentication without
user access 1D and password.

The virtual Wi-Fi access server 18 periodically updates the
sharing/virtual access 1D, password and/or security keys for
all signed up individual Wi-Fi access points (108). Such
access 1D and password updates may be done on a weekly or
monthly basis, for example.

Once the shared Wi-Fi access service has been established,
an end user may subscribe to the exemplary virtual Wi-Fi
access service by paying a monthly fee in exchange for a
Wi-Fi sharing access ID and a password. In this regard, the
end user does not need to sign up for hotspot access service
with multiple service providers. The end user only needs to
sign up for Wi-Fi access service with one virtual Wi-Fi access
service provider, therefore being able to access the Internet
from any area that has individual Wi-Fi access point/router/
device which offers spare channel sharing, in the event there
are no public/free Wi-Fi access points in the vicinity. Some
examples of such areas are hotels, coffee shops, bookstores,
libraries, etc. Thus, pertinent subscriber information is
received via the website (110).

Each end user subscribed to the virtual Wi-Fi access ser-
vice is then provided with the sharing access ID, password
and/or security keys via the website or other means (e.g.,
e-mail, text message, etc.) (112).

With the sharing access ID and password, the new sub-
scriber may now select one of the available sharing Wi-Fi
access points (114). Generally, the subscriber user equipment
determines which signals are available and selects the stron-
gest Wi-Fi signal.

Whenever the sharing access ID, password or security key
is changed, the virtual Wi-Fiaccess server 18 sends the update
to the subscribers via suitable means such as e-mail or a text
message (116).

Such virtual Wi-Fi access service subscriptions can be
charged with a flat rate on a monthly basis (118). If the
subscriber decides to terminate the service, the subscriber
will not receive the updated sharing access 1D, password
and/or security key.

In summary, this invention offers an end user a virtual
Wi-Fi access service that is not restricted to certain type
business/enterprise, such asa STARBUCKS® ora HYATT®
hotel. With the virtual Wi-Fi access service, a user with a
wireless access capability can always select one of the sur-
rounding available Wi-Fi networks to access the internet.
Such virtual Wi-Fi access service provides benefit and rev-
enue for both virtual Wi-Fi access service provider and indi-
vidual Wi-Fi access point owner. Further, such virtual Wi-Fi
access service offers the subscriber freedom not to be tied to
certain hotspot service providers. With this invention, both
private and enterprise Wi-Fi access point owners can share
their spare Wi-Fi resource to third parties, which will signifi-
cantly save city/town capital/investment in building public
and free WLAN network. With this invention, the virtual
Wi-Fi access service provider can gain profit and share a
portion of the revenue with private and enterprise Wi-Fi
access points, as a win-win solution to all parties.

Each private or enterprise owned Wi-Fi access point/
router/device will make its spare channel sharable to a 3rd
party virtual Wi-Fi access network service provider. Such
sharing will allow the virtual Wi-Fi access network server to
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connect to private or enterprise owned Wi-Fi access point/
router/device and setup an access ID with password for the
spare channels. An end user subscribed to virtual Wi-Fi
access service will be given such an access ID and password
to access any individual Wi-Fi networks around the user that
are sharing with the virtual Wi-Fi access network.

In this virtual Wi-Fi access service framework/architec-
ture, each individual private or enterprise owned Wi-Fi access
point/router/device is connected to the virtual Wi-Fi access
server via the Internet. The end user’s laptop/device with
wireless connection capability will be able to access one of
the surrounding individual Wi-Fi networks with a single
unique access 1D and password provided by the virtual Wi-Fi
access service provider.

The above description merely provides a disclosure of
particular embodiments of the invention and is not intended
for the purposes of limiting the same thereto. As such, the
invention is not limited to only the above-described embodi-
ments. Rather, it is recognized that one skilled in the art could
conceive alternative embodiments that fall within the scope of
the invention.

We claim:

1. A method of providing virtual Wi-Fi service via a virtual
Wi-Fi access network, the method comprising:

receiving data from a plurality of individual privately and

enterprise owned Wi-Fi access point owners at a virtual
Wi-Fi access server and storing the access point owner
data in a virtual Wi-Fi access database;

updating the owners of the Wi-Fi access points with access

1Ds, passwords, and security keys for a plurality of vir-
tual Wi-Fiaccess subscribers via the virtual Wi-Fiaccess
server;
receiving subscriber data from the plurality of virtual Wi-Fi
access subscribers at the virtual Wi-Fi access server and
storing the subscriber data in a virtual Wi-Fi access
database, wherein the virtual Wi-Fi access server pro-
vides subscribers with virtual Wi-Fi access service with
a virtual Wi-Fi access service provider;

providing the subscribers with virtual Wi-Fi access log-in
information via the virtual Wi-Fi access server;

receiving an indication from at least one private or enter-
prise owned Wi-Fi access point that it is able to share at
least one spare channel or resource with a Wi-Fi user not
belonging directly to the private or enterprise owned
access point based on a pre-defined traffic limit;

connecting one or more of the subscribers to the virtual
Wi-Fi access network via the virtual Wi-Fi access server
after authentication with the virtual Wi-Fi access server,
wherein the virtual Wi-Fi access network comprises the
plurality of individual Wi-Fi access points in communi-
cation with the virtual Wi-Fi access server; and

billing the subscribers for virtual Wi-Fi access via the

virtual Wi-Fi access server.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the Wi-Fi access points
comprise at least one of an enterprise access point or a private
access point.

3. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

receiving a request at the virtual Wi-Fi access server for

authentication of a subscriber’s device when the sub-
scriber’s device is near one or more Wi-Fi access points
that are secured and not publicly accessible;

if the subscriber is in the virtual Wi-Fi access database,

sending a message to the private Wi-Fi access point
confirming the subscriber’s registration status.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the database stores data
relating to individual access points, the data comprising:
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owner name data, MAC address data, owner email address
data, available spare channels data, and spare channel avail-
able time period data.

5. The method of claim 4, wherein the database stores
virtual Wi-Fi access subscriber data, the data comprising:
subscriber name data, subscriber email address data, sub-
scriber post address data, and subscriber billing preferences
data.

6. An apparatus for providing virtual Wi-Fi service via a
virtual Wi-Fi access network, the apparatus comprising:

a virtual Wi-Fi access server that is programmed to:

receive data from a plurality of individual privately and
enterprise owned Wi-Fi access point owners;

update the owners of the Wi-Fi access points with access
1Ds, passwords, and security keys for a plurality of
virtual Wi-Fi access subscribers;

receive subscriber data from a virtual Wi-Fi access sub-
scriber, wherein the virtual Wi-Fi access server pro-
vides subscribers with virtual Wi-Fi access service
with a virtual Wi-Fi access service provider;

provide the subscriber with virtual Wi-Fi access log-in
information;

receive an indication from at least one private or enter-
prise owned Wi-Fi access point that it is able to share
at least one spare channel or resource with a Wi-Fi
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user not belonging directly to the private or enterprise
owned access point based on a pre-defined traffic
limit;

connect one or more of the subscribers to the virtual
Wi-Fi access network, wherein the virtual Wi-Fi
access network comprises the plurality of individual
Wi-Fi access points in communication with the vir-
tual Wi-Fi access server; and

bill the subscribers for virtual Wi-Fi access; and

a database that stores data related to virtual Wi-Fi access

service in communication with the virtual Wi-Fi access

server, wherein the data includes access point owner

data and subscriber data.

7. The apparatus of claim 6, wherein the database stores
data relating to individual access points, the data comprising:
owner name data, MAC address data, owner email address
data, available spare channels data, and spare channel avail-
able time period data.

8. The apparatus of claim 7, wherein the database stores
virtual Wi-Fi access subscriber data, the data comprising:
subscriber name data, subscriber email address data, sub-
scriber post address data, and subscriber billing preferences
data.



